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Laurance, despatched to the
epicentre of the epidemic in
Guangzhou, the provincial capital
of Guangdong, found that no-one
was wearing one.
The majority of journalists dealt
with the underlying uncertainties
of the story rather well. Using
information from national
laboratories and the World Health
Organization, they reported the
initial pinpointing of the causative
agent as a paramyxovirus, the
subsequent implication of a
coronavirus and later suggestions
that both organisms may be
involved.
Even the identification
techniques used, from simple
morphology under the electron
microscope to serology and
sequence studies, were
explained. So too were possible
modes of spread, from initial
assumptions of airborne
transmission to later suspicions
that direct person-to-person
contact or fomites were more
important.
Several newspapers and
broadcasters also addressed
practical issues likely to be of
concern to their readers. They
explained, for example, that the
death rate was similar to that of
influenza — but that elderly
persons and those with heart,
lung and other chronic conditions
were at particular risk. Although
no specific treatments were
available, prompt hospitalisation,
oxygen therapy and nursing care
could save the lives of vulnerable
individuals.
Less impressive were those
newspaper, radio and TV
correspondents who failed to
distinguish between the disease
and the organism(s) responsible
for it. The Sun talked of ‘the killer
bug SARS’. ‘Laboratories across
the world renewed their efforts to
identify the elusive virus known as
SARS,’ said The Daily Telegraph.
‘The disease, since named SARS,
is believed to be a virulent form of
coronavirus — a lethal cousin of
the common cold,’ said The
Sunday Times.
Even more confusing was an
article in The Independent on
Sunday which told readers:
‘Experts are still puzzling over
how SARS progresses. Some 
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think it is a single coronavirus — a
superstrong version of the
common cold. But others are
suggesting that SARS is a pair of
viruses.’ To make matters worse,
a later passage in the same article
read: ‘Tests have been devised to
test for the coronavirus: you can
have it, yet not have SARS. And
some people who have had SARS
do not have any trace of the
coronavirus.’
An unusual aspect of media
coverage of the epidemic has
been the many articles on its
potential financial consequences.
‘Is the world economy in danger of
catching a nasty cold from the
deadly flu-like virus hitting Asia?’
asked The Independent. ‘Growth
projections for key economies in
the Pacific Rim are being slashed.
Conferences, concerts and
summits are being cancelled in
growing numbers. The WHO has
advised a ban on all non-essential
travel to Hong Kong and China’s
Guangdong province ... And at
least one nation — Thailand —
and one airline — KLM — have
suggested that the impact of the
virus could prove to be greater
than that of the war in Iraq.’
One lesson from this still-
incomplete story is the value to
journalists of those centres and
experts who have answered
questions and speculated on the
significance of the outbreak,
rather than rejecting media
demands as being unreasonable
and inconvenient. The WHO press
office, once a graveyard for
journalistic enquiries, is now
efficient and helpful. And
authorities such as John Oxford in
the UK have made themselves
widely available for comments.
Contrast all of this with the
hysteria that developed in Britain
seven years ago when a ‘flesh-
eating virus’ (actually a
haemolytic Streptococcus
pyogenes) was said to be
‘rampaging around the country’ (it
wasn’t), causing a condition
called necrotising fasciitis that
was both untreatable (it wasn’t)
and hitherto unknown to medical
science (it wasn’t). On that
occasion, part of the blame could
be laid at the doors of those
organisations which were so
repelled by the sensational
fashion in which the media were
covering the story that they
disappeared into the long grass
(Current Biology (1996) 6, 493).
Their reticence was at least one
reason why these and other media
errors appeared not just once but
repeatedly over a whole week.
This time, with a genuinely new
and threatening organism to deal
with, all sides have done a far
better job.
Bernard Dixon is the European editor for
the American Association of
Microbiology.
Britain’s science base faces one
of the rosiest funding futures in
Europe with promised government
boosts in spending but a new
report argues that there are major
problems with the senior
management of the funds and that
the US offers a better model of
how things should be done.
The report, commissioned by
the Centre for Policy Studies in
London accuses the Department
of Trade and Industry, the ministry
in charge of the science budget,
and its Office of Science and
Technology of weak management,
and claims the new Research
Councils UK (RCUK) strategy
group lacks power.
The report raises questions
about how the DTI will manage its
increased science budget, which
is set to rise from £2 billion this
year to almost £3 billion in 2005–6.
The report claims there is no real
analysis of how science funding is
used and whether it is used
successfully.
“Britain’s science is in a poor
state. This is not because our
US model pushed for UK managers
Welcome budget increases are promised for Britain’s science base but,
according to a new report, the country’s research managers need a
new approach if they are to make the best use of any increased
resources. Nigel Williams reports. 
scientists lack talent — they are
among the world’s best — but
because they are let down by a
poor system. The result has been
a decline in many aspects of the
UK’s scientific performance — in
numbers of Nobel prizes, in
research investment, in citations
in published papers and in the
ability to train and retain
outstanding scientists,” says the
report’s author, Stuart Lyons, a
senior industrialist sponsored by
the centre-right policy think tank.
At the core of Britain’s effort are
the six grant-awarding research
councils. These bodies —
responsible for funding research
into biotechnology, medicine, the
physical sciences, the natural
environment, particle physics and
astronomy, and the economic and
social sciences — support much
of the UK’s public research effort
in institutes and the universities.
The research council system
has deep roots in Britain’s science
funding and has weathered much
scrutiny. The Medical Research
Council was established under
this name in 1920, the Agricultural
Research Council, now
incorporated into the
Biotechnology and Biological
Sciences Research Council, dates
back to 1931 and most of the
other councils can be traced back
to 1965. Although such a system
is prone to duplication and gaps
in research effort, many reviews
over the years have concluded
that the benefits, largely that of
close peer scrutiny of scientific
excellence as a means of
determining funding, outweigh the
pitfalls. But people are far less
clear about the higher-level
management and advice between
the research councils and
government.
Many researchers were pleased
at the outcome of the last major
review of science policy ten years
ago that saw the creation of the
OST as a body to oversee science
policy and research council
spending separate from the
Department of Education. The
OST was attached to the powerful
Cabinet Office close to the heart
of government. But that such a
financial minnow, compared with
other spending government
departments, could maintain such
an exalted position proved short-
lived. The OST was shunted into
the DTI to the alarm of many
scientists.
And it is this move that Lyons is
particularly critical of. “Under this
government, the Treasury rides
high and has commandeered the
national science programme. The
OST is disenfranchised. Its
sponsoring department, the DTI,
shows little interest in its
responsibility for the UK science
base,” he says.
Under this government, the
Treasury rides high and has
commandeered the national
science programme
Lyons argues that the direction
in which some of the new funding
will be applied is significant.
Stem-cell research, sustainable
energy and rural economy issues
look set for earmarked funding
but all contain a strong political
element. He also points out that it
is the Treasury, not the DTI, that
published the science strategy
document last summer. “The
criticism is not that government
views are wrong, but that
scientific independence and
operational accountability are
diminished,” says Lyons.
But he also believes the
research councils are failing to
manage their budgets effectively.
A recent inquiry by the House of
Commons select committee on
science and technology into the
MRC claimed evidence of
mismanagement with a failure to
support several alpha-rated
projects. “The Natural
Environment Research Council
lost control of its finances and
cancelled about 50 grants. The
Particle Physics and Astronomy
Research Council is so burdened
with European programmes that it
doubts its ability to maintain
university research grants at a
reasonable level,” says Lyons. He
believes these problems are
contributing to a slippage in the
international standing of UK
science. “A study on the relative
citation impact of scientific papers
shows Sweden and Switzerland
ahead of the UK with Israel also in
front per head of population. The
number of researchers per capita
in the UK is 50 per cent lower that
Japan, Sweden and Finland,” he
says.
The weakness in internal and
external governance are manifest,
he argues. In May 2002, the
government tried to bolster
research council coordination by
forming an overarching body - the
RCUK. But departmental
disagreements resulted in it
having no powers, he says.
“RCUK’s constitution,
governance and terms of
reference are flawed. It lacks the
authority to deliver change. Its
agenda reflects political, rather
than scientific, priorities,” he
believes.
Lyons argues that the US
National Science Foundation,
which is removed from central
government bureaucracy, offers a
model for a more efficient way of
managing the science budget.
“The NSF is governed by an
independent chairperson and
directors. It has strong top
management, with delegated
responsibility and accountability.
Its review criteria are simple. Its
application and grant processes
are almost 100 per cent
electronic. It has a broad scientific
remit, too, and plays an important
role in science education in
schools and the wider public.”
Lyons champions the case for
the UK to set up its own science
foundation based on the US body
as the best mechanism to oversee
the country’s science policy and
expenditure.
But the DTI rejected the claims
of mismanagement. It said
research councils were
accountable to government and
that they carried out detailed
analyses of where money was
applied. The RCUK also disputed
the findings of the report. And
supporters of the current structure
also believe that after just 12
months, the RCUK may need
more time to demonstrate its
value and show the merit of the
long-standing research council
system in the face of budget
expansion and the inevitable
increased scrutiny that lies ahead.
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